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Is  non-federal  government  in 
Connecticut  too  large?    Many  think 
so  and  are  happy  to  see  state  and 
local  governments  scaling  back  to 
balance their budgets in the face of 
a major recession and a drop in tax 
collections.  But is government here 
as big as the critics contend?  And, if 
so, is this strategically the right time 
to rein in public spending?









	 The	 recession	 has	 focused	 new	
attention	 on	 the	 economic	 role	 of	






layoffs,	 furloughs,	 and	 wage	 conces-
sions.	 	 Facing	 a	 projected	 deficit	 of	
$8-9	billion	in	the	coming	biennium,	
the	State	of	Connecticut	recently	rene-
gotiated	 public	 collective	 bargaining	
agreements	to	the	tune	of	about	$700	
million.		Such	cost	cutting	is	seen	as	
essential,	 not	 only	 because	 state	 law	
requires	some	semblance	of	a	balanced	







tive	 for	 private	 businesses	 to	 invest	
during	a	sharp	downturn,	government	




lus,	 priming	 the	 pump,	 call	 it	 what	
you	will,	the	common	prescription	is	
for	more,	not	less,	government	spend-
ing…and	 preferably	 without	 raising	
tax	rates.		No	wonder	state	and	local	
governments	 are	 confused	 about	 the	
best	course	of	action	and	their	broader	
role	in	reviving	the	economy.	




is	 hardly	 new,	 but	 the	 recession	 has	
brought	it	to	the	fore	and	raised	the	





TRACkING GOVERNMENT SIzE 
OVER TIME
	 The	National	Income	and	Product	




subdivided	 into	 its	 federal	 and	 non-
federal	components.		The	non-federal	
category	(identified	as	“state	and	local”	
in	 the	 data	 bases)	 includes	 all	 state,	
county,	 and	 municipal	 governments.	 	
The	nearby	graph	shows	total	govern-








	 Some	 may	 argue	 that	 federal	 or	
non-federal	 government	 spending	 is	




data.	 	 During	 the	 Great	 Depression,	
both	 the	 federal	 and	 non-federal	
expenditure	shares	of	GDP	rose.		Even	













eral	 GDP	 share	 generally	 declined,	
despite	 the	 Vietnam	 build-up,	 to	 a	
low	of	5.9%	in	2000.		Since	then	it	
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has	 grown,	 but	 in	 2008	 the	 federal	
share	was	just	7.5%.		Going	forward,	






graph	 is	 the	 relatively	 stable	 non-
federal	 share	 of	 GDP.	 	 There	 was	 a	
sharp	 downturn	 during	 World	 War	
II,	when	resources	were	diverted	from	
sub-national	 governments	 to	 support	
the	 war	 effort.	 But	 then	 a	 persistent	
increase	from	1945	to	1975	restored	
the	non-federal	share	to	its	1932	level	




	 Even	 if	 government,	 relative	 to	




Massachusetts,	 for	 example,	 have	 the	
regional	reputation	of	being	fast	and	
loose	with	the	taxpayer’s	dollar,	while	





	 In	 comparing	 almost	 anything	
across	 states,	 it’s	 necessary	 to	 control	
for	differences	in	socioeconomic	factors	
such	as	population,	income,	and	size	of	





employees,	 are	 considerably	 lower	 in	
the	 south.	 	To	 address	 this	 problem,	
we	consider	some	relative	measures	of	
non-federal	 government	 size	 in	 each	
of	the	50	states.		We	also	make	these	
calculations	 for	 two	 years,	 about	 a	
decade	apart,	to	see	how	state	rankings	
by	government	size	have	changed.
	 For	 each	 state,	 the	 table	 shows	
a	 relative	 spending	 measure	 of	 gov-
ernment	 size—non-federal	 spending	
as	 a	 percent	 of	 state	 GDP,	 in	 1997	
and	2006—as	well	as	an	employment-





ranked,	 in	 the	 far-left	 column,	 from	
largest	(1)	to	smallest	(50).		









In	 2006,	 figures	 for	 the	 same	 two	
TWO MEASURES OF GOvERNMENT SIzE
SOURCE: The Connecticut Economy, based on Bureau of Economic Analysis and Census data.
1 WV 11.17 WV 12.61 WY 800.9 WY 918.3
2 MT 11.15 NM 12.30 AK 747.2 AK 766.0
3 NM 11.15 MS 11.93 NM 644.1 NM 680.4
4 WY 10.77 SC 11.87 MS 635.4 KS 676.7
5 OK 10.72 MT 10.74 NE 634.7 ND 649.5
6 MS 10.70 ND 10.66 KS 622.2 MS 647.7
7 SC 10.66 OK 10.52 NY 611.9 NE 642.0
8 NE 10.53 VT 10.33 OK 608.1 VT 641.0
9 AK 10.49 NE 10.28 LA 607.8 NY 634.5
10 ID 10.39 ID 10.25 AL 593.6 AL 615.3
11 AL 10.11 AL 10.21 IA 590.4 IA 611.2
12 UT 10.10 AR 10.20 SC 585.0 LA 605.1
13 ND 10.06 KS 10.19 GA 582.3 NC 599.7
14 WA 9.94 IA 9.86 MT 579.5 DE 598.8
15 OR 9.90 MI 9.85 TX 574.7 OK 597.9
16 KS 9.72 OR 9.63 ND 571.1 NJ 593.0
17 ME 9.54 ME 9.58 ID 566.4 AR 585.3
18 SD 9.44 KY 9.51 NC 559.7 MT 585.2
19 HI 9.44 WY 9.51 MN 555.2 KY 582.7
20 AZ 9.42 WA 9.37 HI 554.9 ME 580.7
21 VT 9.32 HI 9.15 DE 554.3 SC 577.2
22 FL 9.30 SD 9.10 AR 552.2 VA 574.0
23 IA 9.30 RI 8.86 CO 546.3 TX 563.9
24 LA 9.22 WI 8.83 SD 545.1 HI 559.8
25 AR 9.14 NY 8.82 MO 537.2 WV 558.5
26 KY 9.10 UT 8.81 ME 533.1 MO 557.3
27 WI 8.90 AZ 8.81 VA 532.8 NH 550.0
28 MI 8.90 OH 8.79 OR 529.4 SD 545.7
29 NY 8.83 CA 8.71 KY 528.1 GA 545.7
30 MN 8.60 MO 8.63 UT 527.9 CO 541.9
31 RI 8.60 NJ 8.53 IN 523.4 MN 541.8
32 NC 8.57 MN 8.50 WA 523.3 ID 538.6
33 NJ 8.54 FL 8.48 NJ 523.1 CT 537.4
34 CO 8.54 NC 8.46 VT 514.1 IN 536.3
35 MD 8.36 GA 8.42 TN 513.2 MD 535.2
36 OH 8.35 AK 8.38 WI 512.2 OH 534.6
37 TX 8.34 VA 8.17 WV 508.2 TN 527.8
38 CA 8.29 MD 8.11 CT 502.1 WA 527.3
39 VA 8.12 IN 8.05 OH 500.5 MA 517.5
40 GA 7.97 CO 8.04 IL 500.3 RI 510.8
41 IN 7.90 TN 7.88 RI 499.3 OR 509.2
42 TN 7.84 TX 7.82 FL 497.8 CA 504.6
43 NV 7.69 LA 7.57 AZ 497.7 IL 503.1
44 PA 7.67 IL 7.55 MA 496.6 WI 503.0
45 MO 7.64 NH 7.50 MD 494.2 UT 494.9
46 MA 7.35 NV 7.40 MI 480.9 MI 491.0
47 IL 7.16 CT 7.33 NH 476.1 FL 489.5
48 CT 6.93 PA 7.29 NV 474.9 PA 478.4
49 NH 6.87 MA 7.19 CA 474.8 AZ 473.1
50 DE 6.39 DE 6.71 PA 429.4 NV 431.9
50-state
mean
9.06 9.11 551.1 571.4
RANK Non-Federal Spending 
Share of State GDP (%)
Non-Federal FTE Employment
per 10,000 Persons
1997 1997 2007 2006
1 = largest






New	 Hampshire,	 Connecticut,	 and	






der:	 New	 Hampshire,	 from	 49th	 to	
45th;	 Rhode	 Island,	 31st	 to	 23rd;	
and	 Vermont,	 21st	 to	 8th.	 	 	 Maine	
held	 its	 17th-ranked	 position,	 while	
Massachusetts	 dropped	 from	 46th	 to	
49th.		Perhaps	the	Bay	State	was	just	











employees	 per	 10K.	 	 These	 figures	
were	 substantially	 above	 the	 50-state	
mean	(551.1).		At	502.1,	Connecticut	






non-federal	 employees	 grew	 more	








shows	 percent	 changes	 in	 population	
(the	numerator	of	our	relative	employ-
ment	 measure)	 versus	 percent	 chang-
es	 in	 non-federal	 employment	 (the	





states,	 including	 Connecticut,	 were	
above	the	line,	resulting	in	an	increase	
in	 non-federal	 government	 employ-
ment	per	10K	in	the	preceding	table.
	 But	just	how	atypical	or	“excessive”	




tionship	 between	 population	 growth	
and	 non-federal	 government	 employ-
ment	growth	(R2	=	0.48).		Based	on	
this	“best	fit”	relationship,	we	would	




in	 non-federal	 employment	 (14.3%)	
over	the	10-year	period	was	somewhat	
higher,	lending	credence	to	the	notion	
that	 state	 policymakers	 may	 need	 to	
monitor	 this	 trend.	 	 Keep	 in	 mind,	







	 So	 what	 do	 all	 these	 numbers	
have	 to	 say	 about	 public	 spending	
in	 Connecticut?	 	 First,	 when	 evalu-
ated	 by	 reasonable	 measures	 of	 gov-
ernment	 size—either	 the	 non-federal	
government	 share	 of	 state	 GDP	 or	






however,	 the	 state	 is	 higher	 up	 the	
big-government	 list	 now	 than	 it	 was	
in	 1997.	 	This	 entails	 a	 mixed,	 but	
not	inconsistent,	message.		First,	non-










































































% Change in Population
%DEMP = 9.0676 + 0.5655(%DPOP) 
R2 = 0.4831
MaryJane Lenon is an associate professor of 
Economics at Providence College.